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Unable to make headway in Argentina's financial crisis or to stop the increasingly violent social
unrest, President Eduardo Duhalde scheduled early presidential elections for March, saying the
troubled country needs new leadership. Duhalde admitted in late June that it might be impossible
to reach any agreement with the International Monetary Fund (IMF). At the same time, the head
of the central bank resigned. Duhalde's one achievement avoiding the street violence that toppled
his predecessor last December vanished when protests in late June ended with two people dead,
evidently executed by the police.

Central bank president resigns
Central bank (Banco Central de la Republica Argentina, BCRA) president Mario Blejer had said
in mid-June he would leave his post once an agreement with the IMF was achieved. Blejer said
he was leaving "for personal reasons," but his growing problems with Economy Minister Roberto
Lavagna were well-known. Rather than wait for the elusive agreement with the IMF, Blejer resigned
on June 24 and Duhalde named Aldo Pignanelli the new BCRA president. Blejer is the third central
bank chief to quit in just over a year. Argentina has also seen six economy ministers and three
governments in the same period. His departure leaves Lavagna as the undisputed head of the
government's economic team in dealing with the IMF.
Argentine and US officials say privately that the two sides remain far apart on the main issues
and are increasingly pessimistic that an accord can be reached. Duhalde has become increasingly
frustrated with the failure of the US to support an IMF deal. "I think the biggest difficulty we
face is the US government's ignorance and lack of concern about our region," Duhalde told daily
newspaper Clarin on June 30. "The North Americans do not consider themselves responsible and
are prioritizing conflicts in other parts of the world in which the flow of oil to the West is at stake."

Protests turn deadly
Thousands of Argentines have marched through Buenos Aires almost daily to protest the economic
situation. Protesters have demanded the return of their savings and rejected the government plan
for a voluntary exchange of money for bonds. The protests have been called by the Central de
Trabajadores Argentinos (CTA) and groups of unemployed workers (piqueteros) who have begun to
organize throughout the country. The protests turned deadly on June 26.
Two piqueteros were shot dead, at least 90 were wounded, and more than 150 were arrested in
the worst violence since former President Fernando de la Rua's government fell in December. The
dead were 25-year-old Maximiliano Kosteki and 21-year-old Dario Santillan of the Movimiento de
Trabajadores Desocupados. Duhalde's administration first blamed the deaths on extremists among
the protesters, some of whom wore hoods and carried sticks, rocks, and Molotov cocktails.
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But the following day, the newspapers Clarin and Pagina 12 ran pictures on the front pages showing
what appeared to be an execution. The first picture shows Santillan kneeling beside the dead
Kosteki. The second photo shows a police inspector pointing his shotgun at Santillan. In the next,
Santillan is lying on the ground with a bullet casing by his left knee. The final photo captures two
police dragging Santillan's body across a bloody floor.
Buenos Aires provincial Gov. Felipe Sola fired several police in connection with the deaths of the
protesters, including police inspector Alfredo Franchiotti, who was in charge of the operation at
Puente Pueyrredon, the principal access to Buenos Aires from the southern suburbs. Franchiotti was
the inspector in the photos aiming at Santillan. He had first said the demonstrators were armed and
had come to the bridge "to engage in combat," not to take part in a protest. "Once again the people
supposed to keep order are the ones who carried out this atrocious act," said the president on June
28. "Democracy will not allow these crimes to be covered up by impunity."

Political turmoil results in early-election call
On June 18, Congress passed a new electoral law that stipulates a maximum 90-day presidential
campaign, a 60-day campaign for legislative elections, and mandates that political parties hold
simultaneous primaries to select their candidates. The law also restricts political advertising and
dissemination of poll results. Deputy Alberto Natale, representative of a bloc of provincial parties,
called the law unconstitutional. "All over the world, parties decide on the procedures to elect their
candidates," said Natale. "These procedures cannot be imposed by the state. It is unconstitutional."
On June 25, Sen. and former President Raul Alfonsin (1983-1989), who heads the Union Civica
Radical (UCR), said he was leaving the Senate to work on internal UCR problems. Much of the
division in the UCR centers on how much support to give Duhalde. The UCR joined the Partido
Justicialista-peronista (PJ) in January to name Duhalde president. But many UCR members now say
it is a mistake for the party to be associated with what they called Duhalde's disastrous policies. The
Senate accepted Alfonsin's resignation on July 3.
Diana Conti of the Frente del Pais Solidario (FREPASO) was then sworn in to take Alfonsin's place.
She had been elected as an alternate in Buenos Aires province. Calls for Duhalde to step down and
rumors that he would call early elections have been circulating for months. Although Duhalde's
term was to run until December 2003, he had said that elections might be held earlier if Argentina
"enters calmer waters."
On July 2, with no calmer waters in sight, Duhalde reversed course and said he was calling elections
for March 2003. Argentina "needs a government strengthened by a popular vote," said Duhalde.
"We need a president elected by the people to push forward long-term measures that will bring us a
sustainable economic recovery. The political system in Argentina needs to be renovated."
Government officials said the simultaneous primaries would be held in November, general elections
March 30, 2003, and the new president would take office May 25, 2003. When Duhalde assumed
the presidency, he made the commitment that he would not run again, so his announcement was
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effectively a political retirement notice. The UCR said it was disappointed that the president had
decided to change the date of the elections without consulting Congress.
Carlos Maestro, leader of a group of UCR senators, said Duhalde was president thanks to a
congressional alliance and with a mandate to remain in office until December 2003. "This deserves
consultation with the political forces in the parliament," said Maestro. Campaigning could make
economic recovery more difficult Analysts were deeply divided about what effect Duhalde's early
departure would have on the nation's many crises. Many said his decision would worsen economic
uncertainty and complicate prospects of passing unpopular economic reforms and austerity
measures demanded by the IMF.
With presidential primaries now pushed up to November, politicians who should be concentrating
on an economic recovery plan will quickly become locked in the struggle for the presidency. "There
is no doubt that Duhalde has lost his mandate to lead, yet his departure essentially leaves us
rudderless and sets the stage for political infighting for the presidency at the worst possible time,"
said Graciela Romer, a Buenos Aires-based political analyst. "We need political solutions now, not
elections." But sources close to Duhalde said the president had no choice.
Recent opinion polls have shown Duhalde with about a 6% public-approval rating, and the sources
said he has been under pressure from his own party to step aside. The pressure increased after
the violence June 26. Speculation persists that early elections were an IMF condition for aid, even
though Lavagna said, "I can guarantee you 101% there was no direct talk nor insinuation of that."
The IMF and the US have given repeated signals that they have no confidence in Duhalde or his
administration and that Argentina would receive no economic life jacket as long as he was in charge.
IMF officials have repeated often that Argentina's biggest problem was political. Still unclear is
whether governors and legislators will also face election in March. And some say March is not soon
enough to replace Duhalde. Deputy Elisa Carrio said all posts should be put up for election and
said that March was "an eternity away." Sen. Rodolfo Terragno, a strong contender for the UCR
nomination for president, agreed. "You can't admit that you are weak, and stay on for another 11
months," Terragno said. Announcement sets off political maneuvering The surprise announcement
threw Argentina's politicians into turmoil. The biggest question became whether former President
Carlos Saul Menem (1989-1999) would be constitutionally able to run.
A prominent constitutional lawyer, Ricardo Monner Sans, suggested that Duhalde's decision
may have blocked Menem from running again. The Constitution states that a former president
must be out of power four years before he can hold office again. Menem is blamed for much of
the corruption and overspending that led to the crisis and peso devaluation. Despite being one of
Argentina's most hated politicians, he is also the person many believe will run the country next
a recognition of his political acumen and his powerful friends in Washington and on Wall Street.
"Menem will be the adversary," Carrio told reporters.
Other contenders include Carrio and former deputy Luis Zamora. The preferred candidate of the
US and IMF is the PJ's Carlos Reutemann, a former Formula One racing driver and current governor
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of Santa Fe province. Carrio leads most opinion polls in the presidential race with about 15% and
second place belongs to the PJ's Reutemann, who trails a few points behind.
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